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Summary 

The Food Stamp program, child nutrition programs, and federally donated food 
commodities delivered through relief organizations provide major support in 
disasters like Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Existing laws authorize the Agriculture 
Department to change eligibility and benefit rules to facilitate emergency aid, and, 
in the short term, funding and federally provided food commodities are available 
without the need for additional appropriations. 

With regard to the Katrina and Rita hurricanes, numerous food assistance 
program rules were waived — e.g., granting one to three months of food stamp 
benefits to affected households, authorizing free school meals to affected children, 
and greatly easing eligibility documentation requirements. 

However, Congress faced a number of issues with regard to the longer term — 
e.g., who should pay for extra administrative costs, whether to extend the application 
of disaster rules beyond one to three months, costs associated with replenishing 
commodity stocks used to help hurricane victims, additional funding for the Special 
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (the WIC 
program) in affected areas, how to deal with those made temporarily eligible (like 
some noncitizens normally barred from participation in food stamps), and whether 
to increase normal benefits and further loosen eligibility rules for those affected. 

Several bills were introduced in response to the hurricanes (S. 1695 and H.R. 
3809 were the most prominent). They were intended to expand on the steps already 
taken by the Administration. For example, they would have lengthened the period 
during which disaster rules apply, further eased eligibility and benefit rules for food 
stamps, and mandated extra money to support the distribution of food commodities 
and the WIC program. 

But in the end, no significant action was taken, other than (1) small one-time 
increases in appropriations (totaling to $10 million) to replenish some commodity 
stocks used for hurricane-relief purposes and pay for commodity distribution costs, 
and (2) a $120 million transfer of funding from food stamp appropriations to support 
extra child nutrition costs. 

This version is the final report on food assistance related to the 2005 hurricanes, 
and will not be updated. 
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Federal Food Assistance in Disasters: 
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita 

Introduction 

There are a number of federal food assistance efforts that can provide help in the 
case of disasters like Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. The most important are the Food 
Stamp program, child nutrition programs (e.g., school meal programs), and federally 
donated food commodities delivered through relief organizations and emergency 
shelters/congregate feeding sites . 1 In addition, The Emergency Food Assistance 
Program (TEFAP), the Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP), and the 
Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) can play a limited role, 
if they have commodities available and providers are geographically positioned to 
help. Authorities under the Food Stamp Act, the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief 
and Emergency Assistance Act, and Agriculture Department laws relating to the 
acquisition of commodities provide the Department with the ability to change 
program rules and acquire and distribute food in response to disasters. 

What Executive and Congressional Entities 
Have Jurisdiction? 

All the above-noted efforts are under the aegis of the federal Agriculture 
Department (USDA); states also have very important administrative roles (although, 
in many cases, they must ask for federal action to change program rules ). 2 
Congressional committee jurisdiction is divided. In the Senate, the Agriculture, 
Nutrition, and Forestry Committee has jurisdiction over legislation relating to all the 
above-mentioned programs. In the House, legislative jurisdiction is split. The House 
Agriculture Committee has authority over laws relating to food stamps, donated 
commodities, TEFAP, the CSFP, and the FDPIR, while the Committee on Education 
and the Workforce has jurisdiction over child nutrition and WIC programs (and, to 
a limited extent, food commodities donated through child nutrition programs). As 
to appropriations, the House and Senate Agriculture Appropriations subcommittees 
have responsibility for the aforementioned programs. 



1 Other avenues of potential government food assistance outside the Agriculture 
Department’s jurisdiction include the Emergency Food and Shelter program, operated 
through local entities serving the homeless that receive Federal Emergency Management 
Administration (FEMA) grants, and meal programs supported through the Older Americans 
Act. However, these programs are not normally set up to provide substantial aid in 
disasters. 

2 The lead USDA agency is the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS). 
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What Are The Legislative Authorities 
for Food Assistance in Disasters? 

The Food Stamp Act and the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency 
Assistance Act contain broad authority for the Secretary of Agriculture to waive 
normal program rules in the case of disasters like Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. They 
allow the Secretary of Agriculture to greatly liberalize (or abrogate) eligibility and 
administrative rules, as well as most stipulations as to how states are held 
accountable for errors in program administration. However, they do not permit 
waiver of some important rules like state cost-sharing requirements. 

In addition, the Secretary has the authority to acquire and distribute food in the 
case of disasters. These can be newly acquired commodities (using the money and 
commodities provided through Section 32 of the act of August 24, 1935, and the 
Commodity Credit Corporation) and food diverted from federal, state, and local 
stocks normally used for school meal programs, TEFAP, the CSFP, and the FDPIR. 

What Funding is Available? 

Most federally supported food assistance — food stamps, child nutrition 
programs, and commodity distribution — is treated as entitlement (i.e, mandatory) 
funding. This means that federal funding is effectively guaranteed for any benefit 
paid under the program. These programs have large contingency funds and the 
authority to transfer significant sums among programs to carry out this guarantee, 
making special new appropriations generally unnecessary. However, in the longer 
term, new appropriations are typically needed to replenish some commodity stocks 
diverted to disaster needs. Separately, (1) the WIC program is discretionary, and any 
new federal support above its $125 million contingency fund would require an 
appropriation, (2) distribution costs for USDA-provided commodities may need new 
appropriations, and (3) any newly incurred commodity distribution costs under the 
CSFP, TEFAP, and FDPIR may require added appropriations. 

What Was Done with Regard to Hurricanes Katrina and Rita? 

Food Stamps. Under the Food Stamp Act, states (which administer the Food 
Stamp program) are required to have a plan for dealing with disasters that disrupt the 
normal course of commerce. However, they must request (from the Agriculture 
Department’s Food and Nutrition Service) approval of changes in their food stamp 
rules to deal with a disaster. 

The act also requires that the federal government (1) establish temporary 
emergency standards of eligibility for the duration of a disaster that disrupts 
commercial channels of food distribution, (2) have a Food Stamp Disaster Task 
Force, (3) provide for emergency benefits to pay for food lost in a disaster, (4) adjust 
food stamp eligibility and benefit rules consistent with the conditions in the affected 
areas, and (5) waive penalties for administrative errors (e.g., eligibility 
determinations) made during the disaster. Under these procedures, normal food 
stamp eligibility requirements — including financial, work and other (application, 
reporting, and other non-financial) requirements — can effectively be waived and 




